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1. (U) CLASSIFIED BY THOMAS A. SHANNON, POLITICAL COUNSELOR. 
REASON: 1.5 (D). 


2. (C)} CONCERN ABOUT WORSENING SOCIAL CONDITIONS, INCREASED LABOR 
STRIFE, AND THE POSSIBILITY OF STUDENT DEMONSTRATIONS IN SEVERAL 
MAJOR CITIES HAVE PROMPTED VENEZUELAN SECURITY SERVICES TO TAKE 
PRECAUTIONARY MEASURES TO COUNTER ANY SOCIAL OUTBURSTS. WHILE 
THESE PRECAUTIONS, FROM THE POINT OF VIEW OF THE SECURITY SERVICES, 
ARE PRUDENT, THEY DO NOT REPRESENT AN ACCURATE OR OBJECTIVE MEASURE 
OF THE THREAT TO VENEZUELA'S POLITICAL STABILITY. WHILE WE BELIEVE 
THAT VENEZUELA IS IN A PERIOD OF POLITICAL EFFERVESCENCE, WE DO NOT 
BELIEVE THAT SOCIAL CONDITIONS OR LABOR STRIFE REPRESENT A SHORT- 
TERM THREAT TO THE GOVERNMENT OR TO POLITICAL ORDER. END SUMMARY. 
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33 (C) REFTEL AND OTHER MISSION REPORTING HAVE INDICATED THAT 
VENEZUELA'S SECURITY SERVICES ARE TAKING PRECAUTIONARY MEASURES TO 
QUELL ANY SOCIAL OUTBURSTS OR RIOTING WHICH MIGHT OCCUR IN JANUARY 
OR FEBRUARY. THESE MEASURES ARE DRIVEN BY 


SS HISTORICAL FACTORS. JANUARY 23 IS THE 39TH ANNIVERSARY OF THE 

FALL OF THE PEREZ JIMENEZ DICTATORSHIP AND THE BEGINNING OF 

VENEZUELA'S DEMOCRATIC ERA. THIS DATE HAS TYPICALLY BEEN USED BY 
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POLITICAL ORGANIZATIONS ATTEMPTING TO LINK THEIR CAUSE TO THE 1958 
REVOLUTION. FEBRUARY 27 IS THE EIGHTH ANNIVERSARY OF THE 
"CARACAZO," OR THE SOCIAL UPRISING IN CARACAS WHICH WAS PUT DOWN 
ONLY THROUGH THE BLOODY INTERVENTION OF THE ARMED FORCES. SOME 
MARGINAL POLITICAL ORGANIZATIONS AND RADICAL GROUPS HAVE SOUGHT TO 
USE THIS DATE TO PROVOKE PROTEST AND CIVIL DISTURBANCE. 


== CURRENT FACTORS. RECENT LABOR STRIFE, INCLUDING THE DOCTOR'S 


STRIKE AND THE ONGOING UNIVERSITY TEACHERS' STRIKE, COMBINED WITH 
THE POTENTIAL FOR MORE PUBLIC SECTOR LABOR DISPUTES, HAS RAISED 
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CONCERN IN SOME POLITICAL AND MEDIA SECTORS ABOUT A "MIDDLE CLASS 
UPRISING." THOSE WHO SUBSCRIBE TO THESE CONCERNS POINT TO 
WORSENING SOCIAL CONDITIONS, ESPECIALLY IN PUBLIC HEALTH AND 
EDUCATION, AND THE DECLINING "ACQUISITIVE POWER" OF VENEZUELA'S 
MIDDLE CLASS. THE RECENTLY CONCLUDED CONFERENCE OF VENEZUELAN 
BISHOPS SPOKE FOR MANY VENEZUELAN COMMENTATORS WHEN IT NOTED IN ITS 
FINAL REPORT THAT WORSENING SOCIAL CONDITIONS ARE A "TICKING TIME 
BOMB." 


4. (C) THE PRECAUTIONS TAKEN BY THE VENEZUELAN SECURITY SERVICES, 
WHICH INCLUDE INCREASED AND VERY VISIBLE POLICE AND NATIONAL GUARD 
PRESENCE ON MAJOR METROPOLITAN STREETS, HEIGHTENED ALERT STATUS AT 
MAJOR MILITARY GARRISONS, AND UNUSUAL ROTATION OF KEY OFFICERS, ARE 
A PRUDENT RESPONSE TO GOV CONCERNS ABOUT SOCIAL UNREST. HOWEVER, 
THEY SHOULD NOT BE SEEN AS AN ACCURATE OR OBJECTIVE MEASURE OF THE 
THREAT POSED TO THE GOVERNMENT OR THE POLITICAL ORDER. THE 
STANDARD ANALYSIS OF THE GOVERNMENT'S RESPONSE TO THE 1989 SOCIAL 
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UPRISING IS THAT THE GOV'S FAILURE TO RESPOND IMMEDIATELY AND 
FIRMLY TO RIOTING AND LOOTING IN BARRIOS OF GUARENAS--WHERE THE 
CARACAZO STARTED--ALLOWED THE UNREST TO SPREAD QUICKLY TO CARACAS' 
OTHER BARRIOS. PRESIDENT CALDERA, VENEZUELA'S ELITES, AND THE 
SECURITY SERVICES ARE HAUNTED BY THE CARACAZO. THEY WILL NOT ALLOW 
THE MISTAKES OF 1989 TO BE MADE TWICE, AND THEREFORE HAVE TAKEN 
MEASURES TO PREPARE THEMSELVES TO RESPOND QUICKLY TO ANY SIGN OF 
UNREST. 


5. (C) OUR ASSESSMENT IS THAT, WHILE SOCIAL CONDITIONS HAVE 
WORSENED, THE PRECONDITIONS OF SERIOUS, SHORT-TERM POLITICAL 
INSTABILITY DO NOT EXIST IN VENEZUELA. THIS ASSESSMENT IS BASED ON 
THE FOLLOWING: 


a CURRENT LABOR STRIFE IS NOT A GOOD INDICATOR OF SOCIAL STRIFE. 
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THE CURRENT LABOR DISPUTES WITH THE DOCTORS AND TEACHERS ARE THE 
PRODUCT OF THE FAILURE OF THE PUBLIC SECTOR COLLECTIVE BARGAINING 
PROCESS AND THE GOVERNMENT'S ATTEMPT TO IMPOSE A PUBLIC SECTOR WAGE 
CAP BY REFUSING TO RENEGOTIATE CONTRACTS. THE CURRENT STRIKES ARE 
A CHALLENGE TO THAT POLICY AND AN EFFORT TO GAIN ACCESS TO THE 
GOV'S WINDFALL OIL PROFITS. THESE DISPUTES WERE PREDICTABLE AND 
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CONTAINABLE. THAT THE DOCTOR'S DISPUTE DRAGGED ON FOR SO LONG, AND 
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THAT RHETORIC BECAME HARSH AND MILITANT, REFLECTED THE LACK OF A 
GOVERNMENT NEGOTIATING STRATEGY AND POLITICAL DIVISIONS WITHIN THE 
DOCTORS UNION, AS WE REPORTED EXTENSIVELY. IT IS WORTH NOTING THAT 
THE DOCTORS' STRIKE, WHILE IT CLOSED PUBLIC HOSPITALS, RECEIVED NO 
STRONG SHOWS OF SUPPORT FROM POPULAR OR WORKING CLASS 
ORGANIZATIONS. 


== MANY COMMENTATORS ARE CONFUSING ECONOMIC WITH POLITICAL 
THREATS. THE STRIKES, WHEN THEY ARE SUCCESSFUL, ARE A THREAT TO 
THE GOV'S ABILITY TO MEET ITS INFLATION TARGETS. IN THIS REGARD, 
THEY COULD JEOPARDIZE THE SUSTAINABILITY OF THE GOVERNMENT'S 
ECONOMIC REFORM PROGRAM. THESE DISPUTES, HOWEVER, HAVE NOT EVOLVED 
TO THE POINT WHERE THEY THREATEN THE POLITICAL ORDER. 


== WHAT REALLY WORRIES PEOPLE IS THE LACK OF STRONG LEADERSHIP IN 
THE CABINET. THE LABOR UNREST WHICH SPARKED CONCERN OVER POLITICAL 
STABILITY IS CONTAINABLE, AND COULD BE TURNED TO THE GOV'S 
ADVANTAGE WITH A LITTLE THOUGHT. HOWEVER, THERE IS NO ONE IN THE 
CABINET AT THIS TIME WHO IS PREPARED TO TAKE A STRONG, CREDIBLE 
LEADERSHIP ROLE ON THIS ISSUE. Bl 
INSULTS AND THREATS DURING THE DOCTORS STRIKE SHOULD NOT BE 
MISTAKEN FOR LEADERSHIP. THE RESULT IS A LACK OF SERIOUS 
GOVERNMENT ENGAGEMENT. THE PUBLIC SENSES THIS LACK OF LEADERSHIP, 
AND ITS FEARS ARE IMMEDIATELY HEIGHTENED. IN THIS REGARD, THE 
CONCERNS EXPRESSED ABOUT THE SOCIAL SITUATION ARE MORE A MEASURE OF 
CURRENT LEADERSHIP THAN A MEASURE OF THE THREAT. 
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6. (C) WHILE THE THREAT OF SOCIAL AND POLITICAL TURMOIL IS NOT 
IMMINENT, VENEZUELA IS IN A PERIOD OF POLITICAL EFFERVESCENCE. 

THIS EFFERVESCENCE OR VOLATILITY DOES HAVE A PROFOUND EFFECT ON THE 
POLITICAL INSTITUTIONS AND ORGANIZATIONS WHICH SHOULD GOVERN AND 
ORDER THIS COUNTRY. THE GROWING LACK OF CREDIBILITY EXPERIENCED BY 
POLITICAL PARTIES AND THE DECOMPOSITION OF KEY STATE INSTITUTIONS-- 
SUCH AS THE JUDICIAL SYSTEM--PRESENT REAL, URGENT, AND DRAMATIC 
CHALLENGES TO VENEZUELA. POPULAR DISCONTENT, HOWEVER, IS STILL 
POORLY ARTICULATED, AND WILL BE CHANNELED IN THE SHORT-TERM TOWARDS 
MORE PUBLIC SECTOR LABOR STRIFE AND IN THE LONG-TERM TOWARDS THE 
1998 PRESIDENTIAL ELECTIONS. IN THIS REGARD, VENEZUELA'S POLITICAL 
AND ECONOMIC TRANSITION WILL CONTINUE TO PROGRESS--SLOWLY AND 
FITFULLY--BUT WITHIN A RELATIVELY STABLE ENVIRONMENT. 
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